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" Ah, mother, they're leaving the village to go to the
trenches, and they'll be back again before evening."         A
" Then what are they running for ? Our men have driven
them back. They're retreating, the devils ! The anti-
Christs are running. . . f " Ihnichna exulted. But she set
to work again to knead the dough.                                  /*
Natalia went out to the porch, stood on the threshold
and, setting her hand to her eyes, gazed long over the sunlit,
chalky hill, at the brown, sun-scorched spurs.
In the majestic stillness presaging"1 a thunder-storm the
tops of white, rolling clouds rose from beyond the hill.
The noonday sun hotly baked the earth. The marmots were
whistling on the pasture land, and their quiet, rather
mournful noise mingled weirdly with the joyous singing of
the skylarks. So dear to Natalia's heart was the silence
which had descended after the gunfire that, without stirring,
she avidly listened to the artless singing of the larks, and to
the creak of the well-crane, and to the rustle of tti
wormwood-scented wind.
It was pungent and scented, was that winged, easterly
steppe wind. It breathed with the heat of the sunbaked
black earth, the intoxicating scents of all the grasses
lying beneath the sun. But already the approach of rain
was to be felt: a fresh humidity was creeping up from the
river ; almost touching the earth with their double-pointed
tails, the swallows were weaving patterns in the air, and far,
far off in the azure empyrean a steppe eagle was sailing,
retreating from the approaching storm.
Natalia walked through the yard. Beyond the stone
wall, on the crumpled grass Jay golden heaps of cartridge
cases. The windows and whitewashed walls of the hut
yawned with machine-gun bullet holes. Seeing Natalia,
one of the chickens left alive flew with a squawk on to the
roof of the granary.
The gracious silence hung not long over the village. The
wind began to blow, wide open shutters and doors
began to slam in the deserted houses. A snowy hail-cloud
almightily blotted out the sun and floated onward
towards the west.
Holding her hair from fluttering in the wind, Natalia went
as far as the summer kitchen, whence she again looked in
the direction of the hill. On the horizon, wrapped in a Hlac
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